An Old Man and a Hole

(NOTE: On my travels in Japan I discovered these writings among the items of a newly perished old man, whose family considered him to be a bit eccentric and had no interest in keeping around his, in their words, "delusionary ramblings."  It is apparently meant to be taken as something that happened directly to the man himself, and most of his family attributes the story to the mental degeneration of old age, excepting an elderly sister of his, who believes every word of it.  This story takes place in modern Japan, and I have translated it into English, hopefully not poorly.  I cannot say whether it is fact or fiction, but it is something well worth thinking about regardless.)

An aspiring young businessman once had an appointment that, due to some rather unfortunate inclinations in his client, was being held far from the city.  There was a large sum of money involved, however, such that he found himself a map and, with only a little apprehension, began the journey.  He was perhaps a bit preoccupied with both the client’s peculiarities and the fortune he was about to make, and he missed an important turn.  He tried to correct this by improvising on his route, and in this manner after a few more minutes he found himself on a small, rocky dirt road that was nowhere on his map, and he realized he was completely lost.  Having no idea which direction was which now (though had he a little more wisdom he could have used the sun for guidance) he continued along his path, more out of anger and frustration than any sense of it leading him in the right direction.  

Presently he came upon an old man sitting in a rusty old lawn chair upon the side of the road, next to a small hole carved into the side of a hill.  Desperate for any kind of direction, he stopped his car and rolled down the window.

“Old man!” he yelled, disregarding all due propriety, “I’m heading to a very important meeting and I seem to have lost myself.  Can you point me in the right direction?”  He waved his map outside the window.

The old man moved as if to get up from his chair, then hesitated for a moment, and spoke.  “Young sir, as you can see I am getting on in my years, and my hearing is not quite what it used to be, nor my legs.  If you would come over to me I am sure that I could help you in whatever manner you need.”

The young man, already exasperated at his situation, found himself even more agitated at this minor request.  Yet seeing no other solution he stepped out of his car, straightened his tie, and walked over to the old man, careful to keep his new shoes clean of mud.  

“I said,” he began again, louder and a bit more impertinent, “that I am lost.  If you could just get me back to the main road, I am sure I could find my way from there.  This road I am on doesn’t appear to be on my map.”

“Most roads aren’t on any maps,” the old man replied a bit dreamily, staring off into the hazy distance.  Then he took the map and stared at it for a moment, as if to refresh his memory.  “Ah yes.  I assume by the main road you mean this road here,” he pointed at the map.  “If you want to get back to where you were you can simply turn around and take a right on the first road you come to.  However, if you continue as you are headed you will hit the road you seek directly, right here,” he pointed again, “which may or may not be closer to your destination.”  He handed back the map and instantly fell again into his lazy torpor.  

“Thank you old man,” the young man replied, more from surprise at the detailed knowledge the man had given him than any real feeling of gratitude.  He moved to turn away, but as he did his eyes fell upon the hole next to the man, and something held him to it.  It was a small hole, perhaps three feet across, carved neatly into the hillside, with only a tiny patch of grass hanging from above to break its perfect form.  In all respects it was much as any other hole one might find out in the hills away from the city, yet as he stared into it he felt a warmth wash over himself, a feeling that reminded him of days past, and curiosity got the better of him.

“This hole,” the young man spoke slowly, “something about it seems very strange.  What is inside it?”

A small smile crept upon the old man’s face.  “I cannot say.  Perhaps you should enter and find out for yourself?”

The young man stepped back, incredulous.  “Should I crawl into a dirty hole at my age?  What would people think?  Best to leave such games to children.”

The old man merely shrugged, and looked off again into the distance.

But the hole still attracted him, and the young man approached closer and bent over to peer inside.  His shadow cast in front of him, blocking out most of the light, and he could see only about ten feet inside before it turned into total darkness.  “It’s just a hole,” he thought to himself, “a common hole in a hillside.  Why did it seem so tempting before?  I am above such childish feelings.”

“Once a little--” the old man coughed, then began again slowly.  “Once a poor little girl, whose parents both worked in the city and could barely afford to keep her fed, was wandering about and fell upon this hole.  She crawled inside, and came out hours later with dirt caked on her gray dress but a smile beaming across her face.  When she returned home her parents asked her where she had been, and when she replied, they beat her and sent her to bed without her supper.  But as she lay in bed that night she was happier than she could ever remember.  Do you want to know what she said to her parents?”

“I suppose,” the young man replied, now a bit curious.

“She said she had been out to a silver lake, riding on a unicorn.”

“Ha!” the young man cried.  “No wonder she was beaten.”

The old man continued.  “She told her younger brother of the hole, and he visited it, returning with a story of a city among the sky, where they feasted every night on candy made from the clouds.  A story which,” he added with a smile, “learning from his sister’s mistakes he most prudently did not relate to his parents.”

“Ah now I see it,” the young man smiled, “they were playing make believe.  Nothing particularly wrong with such things at that age, though I would hope my own children would take on more realistic views of life.”  And yet he had no children of his own, as he was too consumed by his work to take on a wife.

“Perhaps,” the old man said.  “Yet they aren’t the only ones.  A little child entered with his puppy dog and found that it could speak to him.  A veteran of the war entered and found a never-ending field where the only noise was the sound of butterfly wings beating in the air.  Some have swam with the dolphins, ridden the rainbows, walked on the sun.  An old lady, older than myself even, suffering from a particularly vicious degenerative disease, crept in slowly on her hands and knees and didn’t creep back out until the next morning.  What do you imagine she found inside?”

“That she was cured, no doubt,” the young man laughed sarcastically.

The old man ignored him.  “She found the one thing she had desired most, a single white bed in an empty white room, where she lay for the first time in years in peace and silence, without stress or pain or tormenting nightmares, but only wonderful, unbroken dreams.”  His voice trailed off near the end.

The young man shook his head.  “Am I, a full grown adult at the height of maturity, supposed to believe in these fairy tales?  What nonsense!”

The old man shrugged again.  He didn’t seem concerned as to whether the young man believed him or not.

“Have you ever been inside this hole?” the young man asked.

“Once,” the old man replied softly.  “But that was a long time ago.”

“What did you find?  Surely not these children’s tales.”

“I found exactly what I expected to find,” the old man said.  “Nothing more.”

“Exactly,” the young man replied.  And then added, quieter, “After all its just a hole.”

The old man remained silent.

Yet something still pulled at the young man.  He stared again into the hole, his thoughts drifting back to his childhood, now long forgotten.  “Yes,” he thought to himself, “were I still a child I could crawl into this hole and imagine that I was a knight searching for a dragon, or a pirate hiding his gold.  But wasn’t that just immaturity, wasting my time on idle dreams?  Now I have wealth, women, powerful friends, everything that a mature adult could hope to achieve.  And it’s all real, not make believe.”  

But in the back of his mind he felt an odd longing for the past, as if he had lost something important to him.  “What is this emptiness I feel?” he thought.  “Why should I feel empty?  Is it not the emptiness and desperation of all these pitiful creatures that makes them crawl into a hole and drudge up imaginary visions?  Am I not above that?”  

He teetered on the brink, both sides pulling at him, and it seemed for a moment that he might very well climb into the hole, if only to prove to himself that nothing was there.  But then he glanced at his watch, and the appointment with his client rushed back into his mind, and the spell was broken.  Then he felt shame, a sense of utter disgust in himself for standing and listening to a lunatic old man speak of tales which only children would believe.  His face burned red and he turned towards his car.

“Have fun with your hole old man,” he said as he walked away.  Halfway to the car, the grass swaying softly in the wind, he thought he heard a voice behind him whisper his name.  But he shook his head and pushed it from his mind, and imagined instead the future, where he would tell his friends of the meeting of this crazy old man, and they would all have a good laugh.  Yet even this thought could not remove the vague sense of uneasiness that sit at the back of his mind, and he hurried to get in his car and get away from this place.  

The old man, on the other hand, watched the car drive off into the distance, then closed his eyes and laid his head back, smiling to himself as he remembered the time when he walked among the sky.

